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Jorgensen’s Journal: “Higher Ed, Lower Debt” Reforms Needed Now 
 
I’ve written and talked a lot about the student debt crisis before. After all, the 43rd Assembly 
District includes UW-Whitewater and Blackhawk Technical College. 
 
But last fall, this issue took on personal meaning for Toni and me as our eldest child went off to 
college at UW-Rock County. With two other children still living at home, the need to enact 
meaningful reforms has made the student debt crisis all the more urgent to me. I now have a new 
appreciation for the financial needs of the more than one million Wisconsinites with student 
loans.  
 
Within a generation, the cost of a college education in Wisconsin has skyrocketed. In 1987, the 
annual cost of in-state undergraduate tuition at UW-Madison was $1,571. Today, that same 
education costs $9,273, and that amount doesn’t include room and board, student fees, or books. 
As a result of this alarming increase, it has become very difficult for students to get their four-
year degrees without incurring significant debt, and Wisconsin now ranks third-worst in the 
nation in student debt. 
 
Because college graduates are busy paying off student loans, they are delaying purchases like 
cars and homes. They are less likely to take the risk of starting a business. They are more likely 
to delay personal milestones like getting married and starting a family. In other words, all this 
debt is creating a drag on our economy and weakening the middle class. 
 
Wisconsin Democrats have offered the “Higher Ed, Lower Debt” bill as a meaningful solution to 
this problem. Our proposal has several features including income tax deductions and debt 
counseling, but perhaps most importantly, our bill allows borrowers to refinance their student 
loans just like mortgages and car loans. By refinancing their debt, borrowers would be able to 
reduce the interest rates and, therefore, their monthly payments on their student loans. 
 
Democratic legislators have been pushing for this idea for about three years. I, along with my 
Assembly Democratic colleagues, have forced votes on this proposal three times, and Assembly 
Republicans voted against it each and every time. 
 
Since Governor Scott Walker took office, legislative Republicans have cut state support for 
higher education by nearly $1 billion. Now that public concern over this issue has grown, 
legislative Republicans have hurriedly slapped together a handful of bills that would only 
provide assistance to about 3 percent of the more one million Wisconsinites with student loans. 



Frustratingly, Senate Republican Leader Scott Fitzgerald has indicated that the Senate will water 
this already weak proposal down even further. In comparison to our plan, which could 
potentially help everyone with student debt, the Republican approach is simply an election year 
gimmick. 
 
This is a special moment in Wisconsin history where the Legislature can enact meaningful 
reforms or simply pay lip-service to the student debt crisis. You can count on me to continue to 
fight for meaningful reforms. 
  

### 


